Introduction
The value of a social network is defined not only by who's on it, but by who's excluded.
-Paul Saffo, The Economist (October 18, 2007)
Social networks existed long before MySpace and Facebook hit the headlines.
Sociologists and researchers have used the term social networks for over a century to describe complex sets of relationships between members of social systems at all levels. At its core, a social network-whether face-to-face or web-based-is a map of relevant ties among participants in the network. Within this social network map, individuals in a particular network may exhibit varying degrees of interconnectedness-ranging from tightly connected cliques to those with few connections within a single network-but nonetheless, they act as gateways to other networks. Online social networks have become technologically-driven extensions of the relationships, interactions, and alliances that people establish as part of their everyday lives.
However, the Department of Defense (DoD) and other interagency partners underutilize online social networking to advance the U.S. National Strategy for Public Diplomacy and Strategic Affairs Sections, which produce magazines and newspapers, manage official Internet portals, and regularly conduct press conferences to disseminate messages tailored to their specific countries.
Issues Affecting United States Government Strategic Communication Strategy
In spite of official guidance laid out by the U.S. Government requiring the coordination of strategic communication, The current National Defense Strategy identifies "a weakness across the U.S. Government, and that a coordinated effort must be made to improve the joint planning and implementation of strategic communications." 9 Lack of coordination can hinder the use of innovative media (i.e., online social networks, mobile technology, chat rooms, and blogs) to disseminate official messages. As such, the U.S. Government risks failure in reaching its target audiences around the world by this underutilization of commonly-used communication networks. Fox News, and the British Broadcast Corporation (BBC). Due to the international momentum gained by this demonstration, the FARC was forced to release additional hostages and was subsequently put on the defensive in their revolutionary media campaign. 10 The protests succeeded in Colombia, and it all began from strong popular support through the online organizing group. 13 Not only were both presidential candidates' campaign messages delivered to new followers through Facebook, but social networking also allowed them to collect millions of dollars of individual contributions for their political campaigns.
Online Social Networks

Violent Extremist Organizations and Social Networks
The nearly limitless potential for strategic communication on the Internet has not gone unnoticed by terrorist organizations. No matter their political orientation, Islamists, nationalists, separatists, racists, and anarchists all find online social networks alluring. Today, most active terrorist organizations maintain websites, with many maintaining more than one using several different languages. Typically, these sites provide a history of the organization and its activities; a detailed review of its social and political background; accounts of its notable exploits;
biographies of its leaders, founders, and heroes; information on its political and ideological aims; fierce criticism of its enemies; and up-to-date news. Despite the ever-present vocabulary of "the armed struggle" and "resistance," most sites do not feature a detailed description of violent activities. Even if they expound at length on the moral and legal basis of the legitimacy of the use of violence, most sites refrain from referring specifically to the terrorists' violent actions and their fatal consequences. This reticence is presumably inspired by propagandist and imagebuilding considerations.
14 Online social networks are often used to recruit and mobilize supporters to play a more active role in the support of terrorist activities or causes. In addition to seeking converts by using the full continuum of website technologies like audio and digital video to enhance the presentation of their message, terrorist organizations capture information about the users who browse their websites. Users who seem most interested in the organization's cause, or are well suited to carry out its work, are then contacted. Recruiters may also use more interactive Internet technology to roam online social networks, chat rooms, and blogs looking for receptive members of the public-particularly young people. Electronic bulletin boards and user nets (chat rooms and blogs) are increasingly used as vehicles for reaching out to potential recruits.
Next-Generation Strategic Communication
Allied governments need to have the will to use public diplomacy as a political instrument.
-Stefanie Babst, "Reinventing NATO's Public Diplomacy"
Having explored strategic communication and recent examples of social networking, one can analyze the problem space as it relates to the U.S. national strategy.
Implications for Strategic Communication Planning
Strategic communication planning for the whole of the U.S. Government is undoubtedly a daunting endeavor. From the military planning perspective, the three fundamental building blocks of strategic communication planning focus on: the delivery vehicle, timing, and tempo. 15 Additionally, strategic communication must be synchronized with other U.S. agencies. 16 From the national policy planning perspective, adapting to the "new reality" of information transformation poses a significant problem for traditionally-minded governments. 17 As a NATO research paper by Stefanie Babst notes, "The successful application of soft power does not come for free but requires careful strategic planning." of community. The organization adopted this understanding into its planning and continues to generate strong traffic to this day. 21 In this age of information, effective strategic communication planning will occur within organizations which understand that identity and meaning now result from membership in social communities.
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Social Networking is the "New Reality"
Online and mobile media technologies are the new tools for governments, corporations, civic organizers, political candidates, and ordinary citizens "to reach out to others and galvanize community action on a wide range of issues." 23 The elements of a successful civic engagement using online and mobile media span the gamut from recruiting new members to encouraging existing members to take action-all the while becoming a source of reliable and trusted information on an issue. 24 In the commercial sector, the key to strategic communicationinfluencing audiences in order to gain market share-is establishing and promoting the corporate brand. Likewise with governments, online and mobile platforms afford similar opportunities for them to introduce their brand to a global audience and reach an audience much larger than their traditional communities of interest. With respect to the U.S. Government, its representation in the digital sphere has been through websites featuring multiple modes of media (video, text, and photos), but still representing a one-way, non-dynamic approach. The digital age is one powered by blogs, chat rooms, and social networking platforms such as Twitter and Facebook.
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Given the myriad of challenges facing the U.S. Government and its finite supply of resources, it is reasonable to ask whether this media trend really matters. How popular is social networking and should the U.S. Government expend resources to utilize this capability for strategic communication? The statistics and trends are remarkable. Quantcast is a company which collects real-time metrics on digital media. It ranks one million web sites based on the level of monthly U.S. traffic volume. Table 1 shows that social networking sites accounted for four of the top ten sites. Facebook has monthly traffic of over 87 million monthly users. Twitter ranked 28th (leaping from 46th one month earlier) with over 23million monthly users. How did traditional news sources and government websites compare? Table 2 shows that the highestranked traditional news source (CNN.com) was commensurate with Twitter, but most traditional information sites fell below the social networking sites.
Besides the traffic volume, the growth among social networking sites is phenomenal.
Facebook nearly doubled its traffic in the four months ending in April 2009, while Twitter experienced nearly 2,000-percent growth during the same period (and nearly doubled in just one month). One can only speculate how large these networks will grow and how quickly they will get there. Comparatively, growth among traditional news sites has shown no growth or has shown a decrease in their constituencies. As if growth were not enough, social networking sites are also consistent, as social network users are both loyal and persistent: 66 percent of Facebook users were categorized as either addicts or regulars and account for 97 percent of its traffic 28 ; 28 percent of Twitter users were categorized as addicts or regulars and account for 76 percent of visits. 29 This level of dedication merits the consideration of using social networks, as well as identifying potential networks to build and grow through key influencers.
Key Influencers Bolster Social Networking Reach
Creating identity and meaning through online networks requires an understanding of the organizing principles of social networks. Four basic principles guide social network development: they make it easy for people to pursue shared goals, they are efficient and fastpaced, they shift power to decentralized smart mobs, and they "tend to be dominated by a few in influential hubs." 30 A significant implication of these principles is identifying "key nodes of influence in global networks, so that you can try to engage them constructively." 31 During the Cold War, the United States and its allies made use of existing intellectual movements against Communism by providing "money and organization to turn individual efforts into a coherent campaign." 32 They used these movements to build influence while maintaining a distance between themselves and the messengers to increase the likelihood of success. This history is useful because three commonalities exist between the Cold War and today: (1) we are in a new and confusing geopolitical environment with a significant security threat, (2) new, large U.S.
Government agencies were created to combat the issue, and (3) we are in an ideological 
Implications for Strategic Communication Assessment
Assessment is crucial to effective use of the digital domain for strategic communication.
Current literature invariably highlights assessment as an essential activity, but typically does not address the potential for broader assessment methods to bolster social networking platforms.
Assessment techniques most commonly found in the literature include measures of objectives, effectiveness, and performance; 35 and underlying motives of public trends and attitudes. 36 However, a RAND report on building networks indicates the United States must build expertise and capacity to execute a broader strategy, specifically pointing out the need for "mechanisms for monitoring, refining, and overseeing programs" that "include a feedback loop to allow for inputs and corrections from those partners who have been found to be most trustworthy. States is to gain a foothold and build sufficient influence within a virtual frontier where violent extremist organizations have thrived. This strategy must be well-coordinated and synchronized through a whole of government approach.
Secondly, the U.S. Government must engage with moderate key influencers in desired social networks to disseminate messages stimulating discussion around key U.S. Government themes and messages. Drawing on its own history, the U.S. Government must increasingly spread its message through these key influencers-now via online social networks-to build influence in support of U.S. national strategy. While implementing these recommendations poses challenges, the advantages of working within the modern domain of social networking outweigh the disadvantages. Social networks can make networking and engagement with worldwide audiences more powerful, simple, and relevant; identify key influencers to assist in disseminating messages and building influence;
provide mechanisms for combating negative publicity; and assess world audience sentiment towards U.S. Government policies and diplomacy efforts. The U.S. Government can benefit greatly by adopting progressive new approaches with online social networks and the indirect, intimate influence they propagate.
Although online social networks afford many benefits, these networks and their key influencers do not represent the total solution to improving strategic communication. Additional study and attention must be directed to strategies for organizing and resourcing the U.S.
Government's efforts. For instance, additional direction and leadership will likely be needed to cultivate a conceptual framework to fuse together complementary programs under a coherent agenda for influence. It is time for the U.S. Government to embrace online social networking to operationalize public diplomacy programs for use in the war of ideas. 
